The article explores the connections between the development of Maria Braun's marriage and the political and economic conditions which made the economic miracle of the nineteen-fifties possible. Whereas Fassbinder scholarship has tended to seek parallels only between the character of Maria Braun and general developments in German society, it is argued here that both her marriage and her love affairs need to be included in such an interpretation. The analysis of non-realistic, theatrical or extra-diegetical elements in the film's style discovers a subtext which revolves around symbols of national identity and sovereignty and which is directly linked to the development of Maria Braun's marriage. Within this framework, the symbolic function of Maria Braun's lovers and of her husband are re-examined.
constant references to historical details and developments have inspired readings which concentrate on possible connections, parallels or tensions between this historical period and the story of Maria Braun. Despite the film's outward realism, the connections between Maria Braun's success and West Germany's economic miracle have always prompted critics to interpret Maria Braun's story as symbolic of developments in West Germany after the war. In the words of the French critic, Jean de Baroncelly, the 'fate of the heroine actually parallels, point for point, the fate of Germany, conquered and reconstructed. Maria Braun not only symbolises Germany; in Fassbinder's eyes she obviously "is" Germany'.
2 Alternatively, the heroine has been seen as the victim of Germany's post-war recovery rather than its embodiment, 3 but despite these differences few critics would dispute that Maria Braun has an allegorical function and that Fassbinder's film should be read as one of his 'parables of historical German society '. 4 A similar unanimity characterises interpretations of the 'message' contained in this parable. Despite some disagreement concerning the assessment of Maria Braun's character and career, the director's critical intention to draw a bleak and damning portrait of West German history is undisputed. To quote Jean de Baroncelly once more:
What has become of Maria, what has become of Germany? In cynical, horrid images, Fassbinder gives the answer: a creature dressed in obviously expensive clothes that has lost its soul; a winner whose head has been turned by fortune and who has courted disaster.
5
This wholly negative view of Germany's development is unequivocally shared by those critics who perceive Maria Braun as a victim rather than the embodiment of West Germany's post- 1 For an analysis of the film's far from 'realist' aesthetics cf. Thomas Elsaesser, Fassbinder's Germany. History, Identity, Subject, Amsterdam 1996, pp. 97-128 The most important clue in this direction is provided by an absence. Despite the film's final allusion to unbroken historical continuities, Fassbinder avoids any reference to the one continuity which is usually at the centre of his generation's discourse about post-war German history: the role of former Nazis in the rebuilding of West German society and the continuing power of the industrial elites who had supported -and benefited from -the Nazis' war efforts.
The question of guilt or responsibility for what happened during the war is not once raised.
Contemporary audiences may have taken the issue for granted and assumed that is was somehow implied in the film's closing sequence. Equally, it could be argued that the absence of any discourse about Nazism, the Holocaust and German guilt merely reflects West
Germans' own attempts in the nineteen-fifties to displace and deny any personal, emotional involvement with this issue. But in retrospect the omission casts an ominous reflection on the film's discourse. What, if not the continuity of guilt for the Nazis' crimes, constitutes West German society's main characteristic?
On the one hand, and in accordance with the established left-wing view of post-war history, it is the focus on economic recovery, on the production and acquisition of material goods and the pursuit of an individual career which motivates the film's protagonist so much that it displaces her personal and emotional life and turns her into an increasingly cold and isolated character. It has to be pointed out, however, that despite Fassbinder's comments concerning the 'missed opportunities' of the post-war period, the film does not share or encourage the nostalgia for the anarchic moment of 1945 which is so often associated with this view of German history. 14 Instead, it portrays the immediate post-war period in bleak and depressing scenes which suggest that the country was defeated rather than liberated in May 1945, making Maria's determination, that things must change, all the more understandable. It is only at a much later stage, in the final part of the film, that this determination turns into a destructive obsession, so that the audience may see Maria Braun as an embodiment of all that is negative about the economic miracle: She severs almost all personal and emotional ties to her friends and family and tries to replace them with relations built on the exchange of goods and services. 15 The attempt at a clear separation of emotional and objective, unemotional relations establishes Maria Braun's independence from other people (mostly men) as well as from contemporary moral codes, but eventually seems to make it impossible for her to have any emotional ties at all.
The obvious parallels between Maria Braun's story and West Germany's economic miracle are in themselves not sufficient to explain the development of the film's story and characters, but rather pose new questions. It is time, therefore, to pay closer attention to a second, less obvious topic of the film: a discourse which centres on the issue of independence or sovereignty -both of the protagonist and the nation. The individual dimension of this discourse is only too apparent as Maria Braun's attempts to control her own life are explicitly discussed in the film on many occasions. They rest not only on her determination to build a new life and provide for the future of her husband, but more importantly on her belief that she For the viewer, however, it remains difficult to understand her motive for killing Bill, and it is telling that most commentators avoid any attempt at explaining the act. It is therefore necessary to take a closer look at the scene in question which immediately precedes Maria Braun's trial. The sequence begins with Maria Braun telling Bill that she is pregnant or, as she explains to Bill, 'guter Hoffnung ' (no. 197) . In a very tender scene, Maria and Bill start undressing each other, all the time telling one another how attracted they are to the other (no.
202). Once again, the scene is tinged with allusions to national (rather than racial) differences, with Maria telling her lover that all but one American men are ugly, and Bill replying that the same is true of German women. In the middle of this shot, however, the viewer will notice Hermann Braun entering the frame and watching the couple who are unaware of his presence.
He is only spotted when Maria briefly turns away from Bill. Showing no sense of guilt, fear or even shock, Maria tells her lover 'Schau mal Bill, das ist der Hermann', then -after a moment's hesitation -rushes towards her husband to greet him. As she is struck down by Hermann, Bill who is by now completely naked follows her and kneels down by her side while Hermann can also appear to be more attractive and more 'manly' than German men. 'Das sind keine
Männer mehr heute', remarks Maria Braun early in the film about German men (no. 74), before she embarks on her relationships with her two foreign lovers.
In this perspective, Maria Braun's lovers represent the German men's worst fear: the victorious, attractive, wealthy and sexually successful alien who has come to take their women from them. But of course, in Fassbinder's Germany nothing is quite as simple as the established stereotypes would suggest. First, Maria Braun, the only woman in the film seen to enter such a relationship, insists on her unwavering love and faithfulness for her German husband. Rather than abandoning him, she makes plans for his future and invests all her energy to fulfil these plans. On the other hand, Maria Braun's lovers can hardly be seen as domineering, sovereign winners: While Bill may have won Maria's affection, she does not hesitate to eliminate him the moment he threatens to come between her and her husband.
Oswald is even more unlucky, as Maria Braun's insistence on her independence seems to make him all the more dependent and turns him into the object of his feelings for her, a lonely man who is constantly waiting for little glimpses of her affection. And although Maria Baun doesn't kill her second lover, Oswald's fatal illness which leads to his early death coincides all too conveniently with his attraction to Maria not to be invested with some symbolic significance. In the final instance, love for Maria Braun turns out to be fatal to both her foreign lovers. Thomas Elsaesser has attempted to find a positive, even utopian dimension in the couple's final, unconditional exchange of their possessions (nos. 561-569), claiming that in the end 'everyone has become so wealthy as to allow them to suspend all exchange values in the gesture of the gift, itself the mark of a quite different economy'. 20 But although it is tempting for once to ascribe to Fassbinder a positive view of a love free from all exploitation, the very fact that Hermann Braun has acquired his wealth by turning his wife into an object that he can exchange at will with Oswald must subvert such an attempt. Instead, it is much more plausible to describe this part of the plot as an attack on the traditional gender roles which Maria Braun seemed to subvert but which are re-established through the agreement between Oswald and Hermann Braun. It is, after all, Hermann Braun's male insecurity, his inability to accept his wife's independence as the basis of his marriage which motivates him to sell her like a pimp sells a prostitute. But our discussion of the film's discourse on German nationality suggests that his actions are also linked with the issue of sovereignty and selfdetermination and can thus be interpreted in the context of Fassbinder's depiction of West
German identity in the post-war period.
While it has been widely accepted that Maria Braun should be seen as a representative of the German experience, the same interpretation is rarely applied to her husband, let alone his actions. But the German soldier or POW who returns home only to find his wife in bed with another man is one of the central images of the post-war period, articulating not only a private fear or experience of many German men, but more significantly a male perspective on the defeat of the German army. The loss of control over German women who surrender themselves to other, preferably foreign, men comes to symbolise the German soldiers' complete defeat -and the experience of this defeat probably helps to explain the impact of such fantasies which mirror Maria Braun's own observation that German men have lost their manhood (no. 74).
In the film, Hermann Braun has to confront this experience of defeat and weakness.
Although he learns quickly of his wife's uncompromising love for him, and even sacrifices his own freedom in exchange for her love and as a token of his will to protect her, his sense of injured pride eventually motivates him to conspire with Oswald and to arrange another exchange, which at least partially re-establishes his control. In order to become a (male) human being again, Hermann Braun sells three years of his wife's lifetime to a foreign industrialist -and receives as his payment half of the inheritance which should have gone to
Maria. Hermann's treatment of his wife is indicative of a narcissistic need to receive confirmation of his own strength from the object of his love, and in his quest for a restoration of his confidence he shows little regard for his wife's feelings and needs.
More important than Hermann's financial gain, however, is the position of power over his wife which both men gain as a result of their secret co-operation. Hermann Braun returns to his wife not as her husband, but as Oswald's heir, thus assuming a position in the line of Maria Braun's lovers and destroying the marriage which she had been trying to keep separate from her other relationships. The unique bond which Maria had imagined to be the basis of her marriage is replaced by another exchange of money, goods and the capacity to control the other. Fassbinder's portrayal of this period is clearly not as unambiguous as most critics assume. The film's 'structurally motivated ambiguity' 22 extends far beyond the question whether Maria's death is the result of an accident or a deliberate action. It is ultimately rooted in a complex discourse on Germany's sovereignty and identity after the war in which private emotions and actions are reflected in public developments and vice versa.
Thus, Maria Braun can believe that regardless of her relationships with other men, her independence and identity will remain intact as long as she clings to her marriage, while
Hermann Braun, on the other hand, feels so threatened by his wife's actions that he has to destroy her independence in order to restore his own self-regard. But while Hermann's betrayal, coinciding with West Germany's glorious return to normality, terminates Maria's independence, this independence has itself been shown to be based on the determined displacement of all true emotions, resulting in an increasingly empty life which can hardly be described as the 'failed alternative', the aborted utopian potential of the post-war situation.
If Maria Braun is indeed a victim, it needs more than a male conspiracy to destroy her.
Her own determination never to look back at the victims of her career contributes as much to her final desperation as her husband's betrayal. But while Maria Braun may be seen from one perspective as an allegorical representation of a materialistic, soulless Germany, bound for self-destruction, the film does not overlook the fact that she has also been used and manipulated for other people's purposes. Fassbinder's allegorical representation of Germany would be incomplete without Hermann Braun and the couple's strange marriage itself. As the dramatic and fatal results of Hermann Braun's two returns to his wife demonstrate, the couple complement each other in an ultimately fatal way: It is the characters' shared fixation on their -imagined rather than practised -marriage and their fantasies about their own role in this relationship which motivates their actions and causes the film's explosive ending.
Such an interpretation might be accused of replacing the film's ambiguities and mysteries with a seemingly clear-cut meaning that can only be sustained by over-allegorizing
Fassbinder's story and characters. On the other hand, its advantage lies in its ability to address the main turns and problems of the plot and relate them to the two stories which the film purports to tell: the story of Maria Braun's marriage and that of West Germany's rise to prosperity. By focussing allegorical readings exclusively on the character of Maria Braun, previous interpretations have tried to contain the explosive significance which Fassbinder ascribes to her marriage, reproducing a safe and widely acceptable view of West German history. But as we know only too well, Fassbinder's approach to questions of history and identity was usually scandalous and scandalising rather than conventional. An exploration of the hidden subtext of Die Ehe der Maria Braun may help to rediscover this quality of his film.
